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Dear members,
On behalf of ISCA and all the staff, I want to wish you a very happy New Year.
A new year is synonymous with a clean slate where things can begin afresh, and
stretching ahead of us are endless possibilities. For the Institute, 2016 will be a year
of new beginnings including new member programmes and industry initiatives. Yet,
on another level, they are not strictly new as they are underlined by a strong thread
of continuity over the years, with the overarching mission to add value to our
members, the profession and community.
In the cover story “2016: What Lies on the Horizon”, I provide an overview of the
direction that the Institute is headed, as well as an update on what ISCA is doing to
build a strong core of CAs (Singapore) with leading-edge capabilities to take on the
challenges of tomorrow. In the context of the profession, the Institute is building for
the future as it reinforces its talent pipeline and creates new pathways for individuals
to enter the profession.
The Institute has developed alongside Singapore over the last 50 years. Just as we
have advanced in size, we have similarly extended our stature as a leading Institute
that shapes the regional accountancy landscape. Moving forward, we will continue to
refine our strategies, improve technical excellence and forge stronger partnerships to
benefit our stakeholders. Our goal is to enhance the profession and help strengthen
the infrastructure of the accountancy sector while supporting our members in various
ways. With your support, I am confident that we can realise our vision and achieve
our mission.
ISCA embarked on its transformation journey five years ago to ensure that it
http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2456
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continues to be relevant as Singapore’s accounting industry undergoes its own
evolution. I am pleased to say that we are on track to become a leading professional
body with global membership, outlook and standing. In this regard, our admission as
an Associate Member of the prestigious Chartered Accountants Worldwide – the first
Chartered Accountancy body outside the founding members to gain admission – is a
mark of recognition that ISCA members adhere to the highest professional, technical
and ethical standards.
The Institute is currently approaching the tail end of its third transformation phase –
Building and Out-fitting Structure, which began in 2013 – and entering its fourth
phase of transformation covering the next three years. In “Our Next Lap: Intensifying
Global Prominence”, CEO Lee Fook Chiew shares the Institute’s newly-minted
Strategic Plan for 2016 to 2018. This phase will bring the Institute to the threshold of
our 2020 vision to be a globally recognised professional accountancy body by 2018.
In addition to the macro view of where the Institute is going, this January issue looks
at the latest topics of interest and provides you with updates that are relevant to your
work. “Implementing IFRS 9” discusses, from the insurers’ perspective, the
implications surrounding the implementation of IFRS 9, the options available, and
what actions should be taken now. “Tax Disputes: Paving the Way” brings you the
highlights of an SIATP session, and clarifies doubts about what a taxpayer could do in
the event of a tax disagreement.
Looking beyond Singapore’s shores, India is a forerunner in its near- to mid-term
growth, in recent forecasts made by The World Bank and International Monetary
Fund. With India’s announcement of major Foreign Direct Investment reforms,
including an exit mechanism for investors, there are opportunities for Singapore
companies to play a role in the country’s development. Get the details in “Real Estate
Rising Again in India”.
It is customary to make resolutions and set goals at the start of the year. For 2016, I
urge you to commit to Continuing Professional Education to attain that competitive
edge. Strengthen your core competencies; help build a solid foundation for the
profession. With your support, we can achieve our 2020 vision.
Gerard Ee
FCA (Singapore)
president@isca.org.sg
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Singapore in Prime Position to Take Next Big
Leap in Taxation: PwC
PwC Singapore has launched a white paper, “Singapore: Sovereignty, Society,
Substance, Success”, with recommendations on how Singapore can reform its tax
system. “In light of the changing global tax environment and Singapore’s evolving
position as a value-creating economy, it is an opportune time to review our current
tax policy to solidify our position as an attractive and substantive location of
business. This will also help to cater to the growing need for increased government
revenue to fund more social and welfare programmes,” said Chris Woo, Tax Leader,
PwC Singapore.
PwC recommends:
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Singapore should continue to use tax incentives to attract the industries that will create
value for the Singapore economy and society, where such incentives continue to be based on
sound principles consistently applied and economic substance being established in Singapore.
Companies which are granted a tax incentive in Singapore should be subject to higher
standards of self-assessment. It is a quid pro quo. If tax incentives are used as an economic tool,
taxpayers need to do their part to justify the benefits derived: they must show the incremental
contributions to Singapore’s economy.
Utilise tax incentives for local enterprises to increase Singapore’s tax revenue. New foreign
direct investments continue to be targeted but certain high-growth high potential segments of the
domestic economy may well be incentivised to grow further.
Additional government revenue to fund social support and welfare programmes must be
raised. Given the ageing population, Singaporeans will come to need or expect more social
support. Enlarging the economic pie, with the resulting broadening of the tax base, would likely be
the preferred approach.
Singapore should establish an Asian/ASEAN tax arbitration hub by building on its position as a
commercial judicial centre for Asia. This will help multinationals settle transfer pricing and other
cross-border tax disputes in an equitable way.
Singapore should agree with other tax authorities the transfer pricing safe harbour rates.
The uncertainty faced by taxpayers when dealing with transfer pricing disputes is significant. One
way to further deal with such disputes is through bilateral Advance Pricing Agreements (APAs).
APAs provide taxpayers with certainty through a pricing model which is documented and agreed
between revenue authorities upfront, thereby providing certainty.
Singapore should continue to expand its treaty network. Singapore needs to expand its
extensive network of double tax agreements further. A double tax agreement with the US is
something that the business community should continue to lobby for.
Sanitised versions of the private rulings be published and issued to taxpayers. Even with
sanitised rulings, taxpayer confidentiality could not be guaranteed even where the rulings are
heavily sanitised. Most other countries have dealt with the issue of confidentiality and do publish
versions of their rulings. In this regard, it may become necessary to share rulings with other
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competent authorities.
Singapore can be more appealing for the centralisation of R&D, and Intellectual Property
(IP) management activities. A broader interpretation of R&D for tax purposes, a pre-claim
framework for Singapore businesses to obtain upfront certainty on eligibility of projects for R&D
claims, and a suite of tax incentives can boost Singapore’s already beneficial fiscal regime for IP
management activities.

The report may be downloaded at the PwC website.

http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2503
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A Third of Companies Lack Confidence to Detect
Sophisticated Cyber Attacks: EY
At least a third of global organisations (global: 36%, Singapore: 30%) still lack
confidence in their ability to detect sophisticated cyber attacks, according to the
annual EY Global Information Security Survey 2015: Creating trust in the digital world.
The survey of 1,755 organisations from 67 countries, including 35 from Singapore,
examines some of the most important cyber-security issues facing businesses today
and finds that 88% and 80% of the global and Singapore respondents respectively do
not believe their information security structure fully meets their organisation’s needs.
When it comes to IT security budgets, 69% and 56% of the global and Singapore
respondents respectively say that their budgets should be increased by up to 50% to
align their organisation’s need for protection with its managements’ tolerance for
risk.
“Organisations are embracing the digital world with enthusiasm, but there must be a
corresponding uptick in addressing the increasingly sophisticated cyber threats,” said
Paul O’Rourke, Asia-Pacific Cyber Security Leader, EY. “Businesses should not
overlook or underestimate the potential risks of cyber breaches. Instead, they should
develop a laser-like focus on cybersecurity and make the required investments.”

THREATS AND VULNERABILITIES
The survey found that 44% and 34% of companies globally currently feel less
vulnerable to attacks arising from unaware employees, and outdated systems,
compared to 57% and 52% respectively in 2014. However, they feel more threatened
today by phishing and malware. Forty-four per cent of global respondents (39% in
2014) ranked phishing as their top threat; 43% of global respondents consider

http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2514
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2014) ranked phishing as their top threat; 43% of global respondents consider
malware as their biggest threat (34% in 2014).
The survey also revealed that organisations are falling short in thwarting a cyber
attack:

+
+
+

54% and 52% of global and Singapore respondents respectively say they lack a dedicated function
that focuses on emerging technology and its impact;
47% and 44% of global and Singapore respondents respectively do not have a security operations
centre;
36% and 15% of global and Singapore respondents do not have a threat intelligence programme
while 18% (both global and Singapore) do not have an identity and access management
programme. More than 50% of companies in Singapore intend to spend more in these areas in
next 12 months.

“Cybersecurity is inherently a defensive capability, but organisations should not wait
to become victims. Instead, they should take an “active defence” stance, with
advanced security operations centres that identify potential attackers and analyse,
assess and neutralise threats before damage can occur. It is imperative that
organisations consider cybersecurity as an enabler to build and keep customers’
trust,” said Mr O’Rourke.
The survey report is available at the EY website.

http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2514
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ISCA SMP Dialogue: Reshaping Business
Models for the Future
CA Trust MD Paul Tan spoke about succession planning.

The bi-annual ISCA SMP Dialogue has been serving as a platform for SMP
practitioners to learn, share and network with their peers in the industry since its
launch in October 2014. As with the earlier sessions, the third dialogue, which took
place on December 10 last year at One Farrer Hotel and Spa, was fully subscribed.
With the changing business landscape characterised by advancing technology, new
markets, tighter regulatory compliance and increasing business complexity of clients,
there is a growing need for SMPs to re-examine and redefine existing business
models to stay relevant. The third ISCA SMP Dialogue was hence themed “Reshaping
Business Models for the Future”, and was supported by Workforce Development
Agency (WDA).
Participants networking during the tea break

ACCA kicked off the session with the findings from the Global SMP Business Model
Survey, which revealed that approximately 30% of accounting firms worldwide are
facing issues in succession planning, while 50% encounter difficulty in talent
attraction and retention.
Paul Tan, Managing Director, CA Trust PAC, echoed the challenges of talent
management in his presentation on the ups and downs of succession planning. He
related his experience in identifying and grooming successors within the firm as well
as bringing in experienced individuals from outside – only to have some of them
leave for greener pastures. He called for fellow practitioners to have a mindset shift
and learn to let go of effective control as the first step for exit planning. SMPs actively
participated in the Q&A discussion and called for the Institute to provide more
support to facilitate M&As and delve into studying the ideal structure for M&As.
Speakers for SMP Dialogue: (from left) WDA representative Li Shu Ting; SPRING Singapore representative
Liang Yuqing; Cynopsis Solutions MD and COO Chionh Chye Kit; ISCA Council Member Frankie Chia,
Chairman of PAPC and Managing Partner of BDO LLP; ACCA representative Joseph Alfred, and CA Trust
MD Paul Tan

ISCA representative Joelle Loy presented findings of the quick poll on the impact of
the revised audit exemption threshold on SMPs, which was conducted in October last
year with the support of the Public Accounting Practice Committee (PAPC). Of the 1361/2
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year with the support of the Public Accounting Practice Committee (PAPC). Of the 136
SMPs that took part in the survey, 85% felt that they would be affected by the revised
audit exemption. Among this group, 40% of the respondents felt that at least 30% of
the revenue will be affected. When asked which service lines SMPs would diversify
into, 31% and 25% indicated they would diversify into advisory and consulting, and
accounting, respectively.
WDA and SPRING Singapore were also present to share some of the latest
government schemes for SMEs. SPRING Singapore touched on how SMEs can engage
SMPs to obtain financial management consulting services by tapping into the
Capability Development Grant (CDG). Since April 2015, CDG has a simplified
application process for project funding up to $30,000. Besides sharing on courses
under WSQ Leadership and People Management and Business Management training,
WDA also shared two relatively new schemes, namely, Lean Enterprise Development
(LED) Scheme and SkillsFuture Earn and Learn Programme, and how SMPs could
leverage these schemes to cope with staff attraction and retention challenges.
The session was fully subscribed with more than 70 participants. As mentioned by
Lim Jen Howe, Partner of Thong & Lim, “These SMP Dialogue sessions are very
useful. I get to share ideas and discuss matters of common concern with my fellow
SMPs.”
As an ongoing series, we look forward to seeing you at our next SMP Dialogue session
in May 2016, where we will be bringing you more topical insights and sharing from
industry practitioners.

http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2517
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The Accredited Rides the Wave of BEPS

Providing a 360-degree view on BEPS during SAC 2015 were panellists (from left) Chow Wai Yee from IRAS,
Fang Fang from SIATP’s Board, Russell Guthrie from IFAC, Sam Sim from Tax Executives Institute (Asia
Chapter)’s Board, and moderator Simon Clark from KPMG in Singapore

http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2520
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Accredited Tax Advisor (Income Tax) Tang Yam Soon, and Chan May Ling of IRAS’ Corporate Tax–Large
Corporations (not in picture), reaffirmed participants’ understanding of IRAS’ e-Tax Guide on TP
Guidelines.

The dynamics of international trade, particularly between related parties, has been
the talk of the world in 2015 and promises to continue to be a key focus area of tax
advisors and the board in 2016.
Understanding this and the significant tax implications of transfer pricing (TP),
coupled with the broader topic of Base Erosion and Profit Shifting (BEPS), the
Singapore Institute of Accredited Tax Professionals (SIATP) organised a range of
initiatives to aid both tax and accounting professionals rise above the whirlwind of
change in this area of international tax.
At the Singapore Accountancy Convention (SAC) 2015 Iast November, SIATP arranged
a panel discussion on BEPS which shed light on the matter through a 360-degree
view, with representatives from the government, consultancy, commercial and
international accounting body. This followed from a technical session which provided
tax professionals with an update on developments in this area. Separately, a session
was jointly presented with the tax authorities that focused on the revised TP
guidelines.
For more information on achieving tax excellence, visit SIATP.

http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2520
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ISCA Business Financing Forum: Making the
Right Choices for Business Growth

Deputy Chairman and CEO of UOB Wee Ee Cheong delivered the keynote address.

The business financing landscape has undergone a transformation in recent years,
with alternate types of providers entering the market and providing new types of
credit to businesses. Terms such as crowdsourcing and peer-to-peer lending are no
longer alien to most finance professionals. While alternate sources of financing are
quickly gaining popularity, a wide and established range of traditional financing
options continues to support businesses in their quest for sustainability and growth.
Financing can help organisations tide through an emergency and recover quickly, as
well as help bridge cash flow gaps. During the Business Financing Forum on 3
November 2015, the focus was on how financing can help propel businesses onto a
trajectory of growth. Options are plentiful, and the Forum provided participants with
information and knowledge about what is available in the marketplace today.
With the support of the ISCA CFO Committee, industry leaders were invited to share

http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2524
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With the support of the ISCA CFO Committee, industry leaders were invited to share
their insights and advice on various financing options. Deputy Chairman and Chief
Executive Officer of United Overseas Bank Limited (UOB) Wee Ee Cheong was the
keynote speaker. He shared how different stakeholders could also serve different
purposes beyond financing. For example, crowdsourcing could be used to test
acceptability of a concept or product by the masses, while venture capitalists could
provide business advice. While Mr Wee encouraged businesses to have diversified
sources of financing, he said that it would be good to establish strong relationships
with two banks or financing partners, with one of them being a core partner. When
considering which financing partner to go with, one should consider if it has the
customer’s interests at heart, and whether it is looking at the long-term growth of
your business rather than focused on pushing short-term products. The relationship
with the financing partner should be institutionalised rather than tied to a particular
individual.

SPRING Singapore Industry Development and Innovation & Start-Ups Group Director Edwin Chow sharing
the suite of programmes to support local start-ups

Besides private financial institutions, the government plays an active role in
promoting a vibrant start-up landscape and thriving business environment. Edwin
Chow, Group Director, Industry Development and Innovation & Start-Ups from
SPRING Singapore, shared the suite of programmes the government has put in place
to support local start-ups including funding, access to physical resources, helping
companies make the right connections, advice and business mentoring. He
highlighted that the strategy of foreign MNC-led growth is no longer so relevant

http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2524
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highlighted that the strategy of foreign MNC-led growth is no longer so relevant
today, and the government is focusing more on the growth of Singapore’s own
businesses. He is keen to get experts and accountants to play a role in catalysing or
co-developing the start-up landscape.
Dr Alex Lin, Head of Infocomm Investments Pte Ltd, spoke about raising venture
capital and provided insightful tips and first-hand perspectives on what venture
capitalists look for. By inviting the owners of two different start-ups on stage in a Q&A
format, Dr Lin demonstrated how entrepreneurs should pitch ideas and proposals to
secure venture capital. Before the segment ended, he cautioned that not all money
from venture capitalists are worth the while. Business owners have to be clear about
the background of their investors, and know clearly the strings attached to their
investments.
Nicola Castelnuovo, co-Founder and Chief Commercial Officer of Crowdo, explained
the differences between various non-traditional financing options, including
scenarios when businesses should be considering alternative financing options. He
also shared some of the regulations that protect the interest of businesses and
borrowers.
Eric Tham, Managing Director, Group Commercial Banking, UOB, highlighted how
banks play an important role in the growth of businesses. He shared that banks have
grown from being traditional lenders to long-term business partners. Businesses
should consider establishing a track record with banks early, even if there is no
borrowing involved. This would allow the banks to understand the business better.
Similarly, a business may start off by obtaining smaller facilities from banks, and
building a track record along the way. With a track record established, the
organisation would find it easier to secure larger financing in future. Mr Tham
cautioned that when looking for financing, businesses should not just look at shortterm factors such as price. They should view lenders as strategic partners, because in
a downturn, businesses with the backing of banks would discover they have the
opportunity to dominate the market, make acquisitions, and potentially take over as
market leaders.

http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2524
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More than 150 participants attended the forum.

Heng Mui Mui, Managing Director, Capital Markets, DBS Bank Ltd, rounded off the
day by sharing her experience in helping clients go public. She provided practical
advice on preparing for an IPO, and highlighted some of the potential pitfalls to
avoid.
It was a packed programme attended by more than 150 participants. ISCA is happy to
answer and follow up on any queries about this Forum. We will continue to organise
more of such events in future. Please feel free to send your topics of interest to
weiling.tan@isca.org.sg.

http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2524
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Global Career Opportunities through ISCACIMA Pathway
If you aspire to be a C-suite executive and play a strategic role in charting business
success, having a professional certification would certainly endorse your skills and
expertise. The ISCA-CIMA Pathway is a fast-track professional certification for
business professionals to become a Chartered Global Management Accountant
(CGMA). The CGMA designation is awarded by the Chartered Institute of Management
Accountants (CIMA) and the American Institute of CPAs (AICPA).
Being a CGMA means international recognition for your financial expertise and
business acumen, global career opportunities, career growth towards more senior
positions and opportunities for moving into other industries. You will enjoy the
benefits of becoming part of a global community of professional management
accountants where best practices and innovation are shared, enabling you to be
better prepared for today’s constantly changing business environment.

ISCA-CIMA PATHWAY

http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2528
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Ho Mei Kuan, Senior Controller at INSEAD, and Samuel Koh, Group Chief Financial
Officer of COFCO Coca-Cola Beverages Ltd, have successfully completed the CIMA
exam under the ISCA-CIMA Pathway.
Under the fast-track ISCA-CIMA Pathway, you will sit only the last exam of the CIMA
Professional Qualification, that is, the CIMA strategic case study. Upon successful
completion of this exam and with the relevant work experience, you will qualify for
CIMA membership and become a CGMA.
To be eligible for this fast-track pathway, you must be a CA (Singapore) with at least
three years full membership and you must be based in Singapore.
For more information and to register for the ISCA-CIMA Pathway, please email
singapore@cimaglobal.com.
For more information and to download the pathway brochure, click here.

http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2528
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“The ISCA-CIMA Pathway is a wonderful collaboration
between two very forward-looking and business-centric
professional bodies. With the ACMA and CGMA designations,
the traditional strengths of integrity, objectivity, competence
and ethical conduct associated with a CA (Singapore) now
have an enhanced springboard to be recognised at a global
level.”
HO MEI KUAN, Senior Controller, INSEAD

“Given the rapid change in the marketplace and macro
environment, to be successful, it is critical for finance leaders
to be commercially astute, externally oriented and be able to
apply their technical knowledge to drive business
performance. Obtaining the CGMA designation is a great way
to equip one with aspiration to be a successful finance
professional.”
SAMUEL KOH, Group Chief Financial Officer, COFCO Coca-Cola Beverages Ltd

http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2528
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ISCA Breakfast Talk: Invoice Fraud:
Explanation, Detection, Prevention and Audit
Trail

BDO Risk Advisory Services Partner Koh Chin Beng spoke about invoice fraud and how to mitigate the
threat.

Invoicing fraud is reported to be on the rise. Fraudsters typically identify the
organisation’s key people who are involved in the online fund transfer process, and
align their techniques with the internal controls to increase their chances of success.
More than 60 members attended the November ISCA Breakfast Talk titled “Invoice
Fraud: Explanation, Detection, Prevention and Audit Trail”.
Helming the session were two speakers from BDO LLP – Teo Song Kim, Director,
Technology Risk Advisory Services, and Koh Chin Beng, Partner, Risk Advisory
Services. Using hypothetical examples of how fraudsters can cheat an organisation by
learning about the organisation’s structure and workflow, the speakers emphasised
the importance of training to heighten awareness of such activities, and following

http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2531
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the importance of training to heighten awareness of such activities, and following
audit trails in the ERP Systems, file servers and/or finance systems. Relevant training
will help the accountants to address their IT audit needs, and can be driven and
facilitated by the Finance department.
Members found the session useful and hope to see more ethics topics for upcoming
Breakfast Talk.

BDO Technology Risk Advisory Services Director Teo Song Kim shared real-life examples of fraud cases.

http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2531
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ISCA Breakfast Talk: Financial Reporting
Standards Updates: Overview of Standards
Impacting 2015 and 2016

Over 70 members attended the morning talk.

http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2535
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The session was helmed by Deloitte & Touche Talent Partner Seah Gek Choo.

Over 70 members attended the December session on “Financial Reporting Standards
Updates: Overview of Standards Impacting 2015 and 2016”.
Seah Gek Choo, Talent Partner, Deloitte & Touche LLP, was the speaker for the
session. She shared with members the financial reporting changes to date, and
reminded them of the important areas to consider for the coming financial closing
season and in the near future, such as FRS 115 Revenue from Contracts with
Customers. She also gave an overview of other new and revised standards.
Members commented that the session provided them with a good synopsis of the
changes in Financial Reporting Standards. They appreciated the level of detail, as well
as examples cited by Ms Seah to clarify their doubts.

http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2535
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What Members Can Expect in the First Half of
2016

ISCA Run 2015
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Singapore Accountancy Awards 2014
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Third ISCA SMP Dialogue

Pre-Budget Roundtable 2015

ISCA aims to better engage its members in 2016 through a range of programmes that
match the fundamental needs of members. These programmes have been grouped
into five focus areas and were crafted as part of the work plans ISCA has developed
for both practitioners and professional accountants in business.
Focus areas of programmes:
1
2

3
4
5

Technical Programmes that provide members with the latest updates on technical topics,
regulatory issues and requirements, and updates on auditing, accounting, FRS standards, etc;
Trending Topics Programmes that provide members with updates on topics that are trending,
such as economic updates, government schemes, big data, cyber security, technology,
productivity, HR, etc;
Networking Programmes that provide a platform for members to network, exchange best
practices, and foster closer communities among like-minded professionals;
Social Programmes that bring together members from different backgrounds for social
interaction;
Career Programmes that help improve members’ personal capacity, career progression, and
mobility.

http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2539
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The table provides a snapshot of the programmes ISCA has lined up for members in
the first half of 2016.
ISCA will continue to shape its programmes and would be happy to incorporate
suggestions from members. Please feel free to send us your suggestions, ideas and
topics of interest to isca@isca.org.sg.

JANUARY TO JUNE 2016 PROGRAMMES

http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2539
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*Dates are tentative and subject to change
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2016: What Lies on the Horizon

BY

GERARD EE

ONE UNITED ISCA: BUILDING OUR FUTURE TOGETHER
The year 2015 holds a special place in our hearts, especially for Singaporeans. The
Republic roared with jubilee joy as we revelled in a year-long nation-wide celebration
of Singapore’s 50 years of independence. As a member of the Institute, I am proud
that ISCA, the long-standing national accountancy body of Singapore, had walked
hand-in-hand with the country through its five decades of nation-building.
As the curtains come down on 2015 and the joyous SG50 celebrations draw to a close,
we are already charting the way for a rousing start to Singapore’s next 50 years. Now1/6
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we are already charting the way for a rousing start to Singapore’s next 50 years. Now
is the time for us as “One People, One Nation, One Singapore” to think what the
future holds and how we can embrace, harness and take charge of it to our
advantage. In similar vein, I call upon our members to look forward with optimism
and confidence, and stand as “One United ISCA” to build our future together.

ISCA’S PLANS FOR THE FUTURE
Since the release of the Committee to Develop the Accountancy Sector (CDAS) report
in 2010, the Institute had been developing and implementing strategies to achieve its
2020 vision of becoming a globally recognised professional accountancy body,
bringing value to our members, the profession and the wider community. We remain
committed to this vision and will continue to steam ahead with the Institute’s new
Strategic Plan, developed for the three-year period 2016 to 2018. ISCA CEO Lee Fook
Chiew will share the plan in greater detail in this January journal issue.
At this juncture, you are probably wondering, “What are ISCA’s plans for the future?”
The government will be looking at the “five futures” – jobs, companies, resources,
technology, markets – as it charts Singapore’s economic direction. Beyond having
direct implications for the country, these five futures also have implications for the
accountancy profession. ISCA’s plans for the future are therefore built around these
“five futures”. Allow me to share my thoughts here.

We need to build skills so that the profession continues to remain
relevant to the businesses of the future, and talent can be maximised.
In this respect, the Institute will be rolling out a new range of talks and
courses with certifications to enable members to keep pace with
developments and build new skills for tomorrow’s economy.

TRANSFORMING SINGAPORE’S MOST IMPORTANT RESOURCE: LABOUR
For a country described as a little red dot on the global map, Singapore has no
natural resources to speak of. People are our biggest resource and Singapore’s
founding Prime Minister, the late Mr Lee Kuan Yew, had always believed that our
people are Singapore’s best asset. Faced with disruptive business models and
technology, and lower costs in neighbouring countries, workers at the lower end of
the value chain are at risk of becoming redundant. For example, some public
accounting firms have already outsourced audit procedures like bank reconciliations
and confirmations to other countries. So, how do we transform and organise this
resource such that they remain employable as Singapore moves from a “valueadding” to a “value-creating” economy?
In the context of the accountancy profession, the Institute has created more
http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2542
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In the context of the accountancy profession,
has created more
pathways for individuals to enter the profession, providing them with opportunities
to develop to their fullest potential, regardless of their starting points. This is in line
with the national SkillsFuture movement. Of note, ISCA is partnering the Association
of Accounting Technicians in the UK to offer the ISCA Accredited Accounting
Technician (ISCA AAT) Diploma to students of different academic qualifications,
including to “O” level and ITE graduates. This helps to increase the employability of
accounting technicians who perform simple but critical work in the accounting value
chain. The Diploma also helps to pave the way for those who have higher aspirations
of becoming professional accountants in the future.
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Upon completion of the programme and with one year’s relevant work experience,
the ISCA AAT students will attain the Accredited Accounting Technician (Singapore)
designation and be eligible for Affiliate ISCA membership. The new Affiliate
membership class aims to professionalise the accounting technician segment, and
provide members support in their continuing professional development. Employers
will also gain assurance from the fact that accounting technicians can now be part of
the national accountancy body, and are required to adhere to its professional and
ethical standards.

TECHNOLOGY WILL CHANGE THE NATURE OF JOBS
Technology is now described as disruptive innovation, and the nature of jobs will
change with the advancement of technology. Some industry leaders have expressed
that jobs like bookkeeping may soon disappear as technology may one day be able to
fully automate it with minimal human intervention. This turns a boring two-minute
task into a simple five-second mobile-friendly task.
We therefore need to build skills so that the profession continues to remain relevant
to the businesses of the future, and talent can be maximised. In this respect, the
Institute will be rolling out a new range of talks and courses with certifications to
enable members to keep pace with developments and build new skills for tomorrow’s
economy. For instance, we will be rolling out the Certificate in Financial Reporting
Essentials for SME Accountants, which aims to train junior accountants on how to
prepare a set of Financial Statements in the small and medium-sized enterprises
(SME) context.
Additionally, the ISCA AAT Diploma, which is expected to be launched in September
2016, will incorporate information technology (IT) for accountants into the syllabus. In
today’s digital world, digital skills including IT solutions and applications are
increasingly leveraged upon to improve workplace productivity. The acquired IT
knowledge and familiarity will allow accounting technicians to keep pace with
advancements in technology and enhance their work processes while providing
opportunities for critical thinking and exception management in their daily functions.
With accounting technicians trained to perform higher-value work, Chartered
Accountants would be relieved to focus more on business management issues. This
would be a boon for SMEs where manpower is lean and staff are often required to
take on a broader spectrum of responsibilities. Additionally, the higher-value work
assumed by accounting technicians should help to improve their remuneration,
http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2542
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bridge the gap for skilled accounting professionals in Singapore, and decrease
reliance on foreign labour. This goes towards creating a well-balanced accountancy
ecosystem.
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A NEW BUSINESS LANDSCAPE
The future of companies will be shaped by the rise of disruptive business models and
competition from abroad. This will have serious implications for today’s businesses.
Consider the dramatic rise of Uber, which allows any driver with a qualified vehicle to
provide a taxi service. This disrupted the business model of taxi companies to the
extent that they appear outdated in the new economy. Another example is the
popular Airbnb, which is being marketed as the worldwide alternative to hotels. It is
also an alternative to hotel search websites like Trivago, Expedia, and so on.
Singapore companies, including our accounting firms, must keep abreast of global
trends and be open-minded to the notion of a “new economy” where new
technologies create new markets and new categories of customers. Inevitably, how
accounting firms do business with clients will have to change, how accountants
record new types of transactions will need to be re-looked, how auditors audit new
business models and new types of transactions will have to evolve… the list goes on.
In the short term, the “future of markets” will be greatly influenced by the
establishment of the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC). The AEC is expected to
feature freer movement of capital, investment, services and skilled labour within this
region of 600 million people. Eight professions including accountants will enjoy easier
access to regional talent as the signing of Mutual Recognition Arrangements (MRAs)
will commit AEC member-nations to recognise the qualifications of professionals from
other countries.

Singapore companies, including our accounting firms, must keep
abreast of global trends and be open-minded to the notion of a “new
economy” where new technologies create new markets and new
categories of customers.

On 30 September 2015, the 10 ASEAN members instituted the ASEAN Chartered
Professional Accountant Coordinating Committee (ACPACC) to discuss and develop
the plans, infrastructure and processes to operationalise the MRA for Accountancy
services (MRAA). This includes developing mutually acceptable standards and criteria
on education systems, work experience and training requirements, among others.
Singapore, which was represented by ISCA, was elected by the ASEAN member-states
to chair the ACPACC. The MRAA is expected to be effected in 2017. Given the
differences in economic development, education standards, etc, among the ASEAN
nations, patience and understanding are essential for ensuring progressive
discussions and the smooth implementation of plans to effect the MRA.
http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2542
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PARTNERSHIPS AND COLLABORATIONS
The challenges of the future lend support to the need for the Institute to leverage the
strengths of others to achieve its 2020 vision effectively and efficiently. The Institute
will seek, identify, and partner and collaborate with organisations whose works are
aligned with and support the Institute’s strategic goals.
The Singapore Exchange (SGX) has announced plans to make sustainability reporting
(SR) mandatory for listed companies by 2017. At the same time, the growing
prominence of Integrated Reporting globally cannot be ignored. As the Institute
stands at the heart of these developments, it is imperative that we have a dedicated
committee to address the presentation and disclosure aspects of corporate reporting
in a holistic manner. The ISCA Council has approved the reconstitution of the
Integrated Reporting Steering Committee that was set up in 2014 into a Corporate
Reporting Committee. The new Committee will focus on bringing different facets of
corporate reporting together and promoting good corporate reporting practices in
Singapore. This will enable ISCA to better support the needs of its members and the
wider business community in corporate reporting.

The challenges of the future lend support to the need for the Institute
to leverage the strengths of others to achieve its 2020 vision effectively
and efficiently. The Institute will seek, identify, and partner and
collaborate with organisations whose works are aligned with and
support the Institute’s strategic goals.

Additionally, the Institute will partner with SGX, the Global Reporting Initiative and
Singapore Business Federation to promote and raise awareness of SR in Singapore,
develop training courses to prepare accountants on SR and encourage universities to
include SR in its degree course curriculum.
We also look forward to deepening and strengthening our working relations with
stakeholders such as the Accounting Standards Council (ASC). As the national
accountancy body representing over 29,000 professional accountants, we have wide
access to industry insights on accounting standards and can be an effective conduit
between the industry and ASC. This will ensure that views from the industry are
communicated on a timely basis to ASC, thus enabling ISCA to positively shape
changes in the sector.

ONE UNITED ISCA
I thank our members who have been providing their steadfast support to the Institute
through the decades. As the Christmas lights dim and the last strains of “Auld Lang
Syne” fade out, I look forward to 2016 with hopes of a better tomorrow and a brighter
http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2542
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Syne” fade out, I look forward to 20162016:
with
a better tomorrow and a brighter
future for Singapore, ISCA and our members. I call upon all ISCA members to come
together and stand collectively as One United ISCA to build our future together. I
welcome your ideas, contributions and support towards achieving the Institute’s
vision.
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The journey to the future will be a fulfilling one and I am confident that a better
tomorrow awaits each and every one of us. Happy New Year!

Gerard Ee is President, ISCA.
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BY

LEE FOOK CHIEW

STRATEGIC PILLARS FOR 2016 TO 2018
The Institute has made steady progress in its transformation efforts in the past five
years and has recorded various achievements. The most recent one was the
admission of ISCA as an Associate Member into the prestigious Chartered
Accountants Worldwide. This was a proud moment for our members as the Institute
is the first Chartered Accountancy body outside of the founding members to gain
admission. It is a mark of recognition that ISCA members adhere to the highest
professional, technical and ethical standards.

http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2545
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professional, technical and ethical standards.
We are deeply heartened and encouraged by the positive feedback and strong
support received from members and stakeholders since our transformation journey
began in 2010. With this, the ISCA team is even more committed to bringing the
Institute to scale newer and greater heights as we work towards ISCA’s 2020 vision of
becoming a globally recognised professional accountancy body (Figure 1).

… we have identified the corporate strategic theme of “Intensifying
Global Prominence” to guide our transformation efforts for the next
three years.

The Institute is now approaching the tail end of its third transformation phase –
Building and Out-fitting Structure, which began in 2013 – and is looking forward to its
fourth phase of transformation covering a three-year period from 2016 to 2018. As
we look ahead to a bright future, I am excited to share with you the Institute’s newlyminted three-year Strategic Plan.
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Figure 1 Getting there: ISCA 2020 Vision

STRATEGIC PILLARS FOR 2016–2018
We recognise the need to develop the Institute into a state that is on the threshold of
our 2020 vision of a globally recognised professional accountancy body by 2018.
Thus, we have identified the corporate strategic theme of “Intensifying Global
Prominence” to guide our transformation efforts for the next three years. The
corporate strategic theme is characterised by the following three pillars:

+

Building a competent, future-ready and inclusive profession

One of the essential elements of a globally recognised professional accountancy body
is to have qualified members who are future-ready with the necessary competencies
to handle the challenges of tomorrow. Furthermore, given that accountants are
increasingly carving out careers in non-traditional areas such as valuation and risk
management, among others, the Institute will adopt an inclusive approach towards
these groups and support their professional needs, where appropriate. At the same
time, we are also mindful that the accountancy profession includes many other
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time, we are also mindful that the accountancy profession includes many other
individuals who are not Chartered Accountants (CAs). The success of the profession,
and indeed the ability of CAs to succeed, may also be dependent on these other
accounting professionals in the ecosystem. As such, we need to develop an inclusive
membership to take care of the professional development needs and ethical
standards of these other non-CA accounting professionals as well.

+

Intensifying ISCA’s role as a leading professional accountancy organisation in ASEAN, to
enable us to achieve greater presence on the global platform

The Institute’s strategy to successfully establish a global presence begins at home.
The Institute will continue to strengthen its role as the national accountancy body in
Singapore. Having a strong home base will place ISCA in good stead to establish itself
as a leading professional accountancy organisation in ASEAN. This in turn sets the
stage for the Institute to establish its global presence in the future.

+

Elevating global recognition of ISCA membership

This would involve sealing reciprocal membership agreements (RMAs) with leading
professional accountancy bodies, in particular, those in Chartered Accountants
Worldwide and gaining full membership status in the group.

WHAT’S IN STORE
The success of ISCA’s Strategy 2016–2018 centres on three areas: Members, Institute,
and Market and Industry.
Members
As a membership body, members are our top priority, and member-centricity best
describes how we conduct our work daily. With over 29,000 members working across
a wide range of industries and sectors, the Institute faces the constant challenge of
supporting the needs of every member. Thus, it is imperative that we strike a balance
in our efforts among the different membership segments. One of our immediate foci
are members working in business. We are committed to developing and
implementing meaningful initiatives for this large segment. This is an important step
towards developing a competent and future-ready profession.
The Institute had announced in November 2015 that it would be creating more
pathways for individuals to enter the profession regardless of their starting points.
The aim is to broaden and deepen the accountancy talent pipeline and add to the
diversity of talent in the profession. The war for talent is intense as the youths today
have plenty of career choices. As the national accountancy body, it is both our duty
and interest to promote the accountancy profession as a career of choice for the next
generation. We will be stepping up efforts with an enhanced branding and marketing
campaign to raise the profile of ISCA members, and also increase the intensity of
outreach activities to students and potential members.
As we continue to enhance our member engagement efforts, we are also keen to
http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2545
develop and deliver a quality service experience to our members. I welcome
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As we continue to enhance our member
engagement
efforts, we are also keen to
develop and deliver a quality service experience to our members. I welcome
members to provide feedback and suggestions on how we can better improve our
service delivery.
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Institute
The Institute aims to establish itself as a leading professional accountancy body (PAO)
in ASEAN. Among the important tenets of many leading PAOs are strong technical
expertise, and high-quality research and thought leadership. ISCA will continue to
deepen its technical expertise in the core areas of financial reporting, audit and
assurance, and ethics. In tandem with the changes in the business landscape,
international standards and job specifications for the accountancy profession are also
evolving. It is thus essential that we help our members keep pace with these changes,
and provide opportunities and means to upgrade their skills, so that they remain
relevant in their roles within their organisations. The Institute will devote resources to
enhance the technical materials in its Knowledge Resource Centre and also develop
more outreach initiatives to promote the application and adoption of new standards.
The Institute will also continue to enhance its research and thought leadership
capabilities and collaborate with partners, where applicable, on critical global
accountancy issues. In November 2015, the Institute had signed a Memorandum of
Understanding with the Institute of Chartered Accountants in England and Wales –
the second between the two organisations. The partnership will see the combination
of respective strengths to conduct research and technical explorations that will
support the accountancy sector in Singapore and the ASEAN region. This joint effort is
designed to provide insights and help solve many of the pressing issues faced by
accountancy firms, companies and regulators both locally and regionally.
The Institute is also keen to deepen its engagement with relevant stakeholders and
partners like the Accounting and Corporate Regulatory Authority, Accounting
Standards Council, Singapore Exchange, and ASEAN Federation of Accountants so as
to play an active role in shaping global policy and standards development.
As the Institute’s credibility and reputation strengthen over time, it will lend greater
credence to the Institute’s efforts in becoming a trusted and valued strategic partner
especially in ASEAN.
Market and Industry
We are keen to promote the accountancy profession as a career of choice, especially
among the next generation. To attract more talent into the profession, the Institute is
looking at creating more pathways from different levels into the profession. One
recent initiative was the launch of the ISCA Accredited Accounting Technicians (AAT)
qualification in November 2015. The qualification offers aspiring accounting
technicians an opportunity to complement and give recognition to their experience
with a structured and formal training programme that is internationally recognised.
Accountancy is no longer confined to just financial reporting or auditing. The
definition of accountancy has widened and accountants today enjoy a diverse range
of career options and pathways. Many qualified accountants today work in nonconventional areas like risk management, valuation, compliance and internal audit,
http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2545
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conventional areas like risk management,
valuation,
compliance and internal audit,
among others. As the national accountancy body, ISCA has an important role to play
in supporting the needs of those who have ventured into new pathways and
alternative careers. More importantly, we need to ensure that they uphold their
professional and ethical standards as they are, after all, important members of the
accountancy community. We will also seek collaborations with appropriate partners
to support these new emerging needs.
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CONCLUSION
I am deeply heartened by the positive encouragement and strong support rendered
by our members and stakeholders during the last five years of the Institute’s
transformation journey. As we move towards 2020, the Institute’s vision of becoming
a globally recognised professional accountancy body is gradually taking clearer shape
and form. The Institute will continue to strive to be relevant to our members,
profession and the wider community.
I look forward to receiving your continued support as we work towards achieving our
2020 vision.

Lee Fook Chiew is CEO, ISCA.
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Connect and Communicate: Clara Goh, CA
(Singapore), Deputy Chief Executive, Supreme
Court Singapore

BY

BETSY TAN
It is often said that an education in accountancy opens doors to diverse career
opportunities. Clara Goh is living proof of this adage, having had a varied career that
has brought her from being part of a team to take a publishing and bookstore chain
public to managing the financial bottom line for the country’s major arts centre, and
now, holding a leadership position in the Supreme Court.
http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2548
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Although Ms Goh was initially unsure of which career path to take, she chose to
pursue an accountancy degree based on her father’s advice – that it was best to have
a professional qualification. Seeing how well her Chartered Accountant relatives were
doing also bolstered her confidence in the choice of academic pursuit.
Accountancy has led her to a fulfilling professional life, where the mother of two has
been able to combine her knowledge of numbers with her communication skills.

“No matter how good your ideas are, they are only as good as what you
are able to bring across. Communication is key. Finance must be able to
translate jargon into easily-understood concepts and elicit buy-in.”

“I have never regretted the decision to pursue accountancy as the course gave me a
solid grounding in the foundations of business and critical analysis, and opened the
door to many career options. The same accounting principles can apply across all
sectors, with some adaptation. For students who are undecided on a course of study,
I would encourage them to pursue an accounting qualification as it trains a person in
logical thinking, which is useful in life and work,” Ms Goh explains.

LOOK PAST SETBACKS TO A NEW TOMORROW
That does not mean that life was all smooth sailing for Ms Goh. In her third year of
work, she was retrenched from her position as a corporate finance officer at NZI
Merchant Bank. “Even though there were rumours of an impending exercise, I was
not quite prepared when the moment came to be given the pink slip and a
photocopier box to pack my belongings within a day.”
Ms Goh’s positive attitude and Christian faith helped her get over the difficult period.
“There may be setbacks in life and career, but just look forward. We can’t do anything
about the past. Thank God for each new morning, which is a fresh opportunity to
make a difference. We can’t change a situation but we can choose how we respond to
it.”
What felt like a blow then proved to be a mere momentary pause in her career
trajectory. Having a background in audit and an accountancy qualification meant that
she was able to very quickly find a new job in another bank – within two weeks.
However, with the banking industry undergoing a period of consolidation, she
decided to make the switch to commercial accounting.

RISING THROUGH THE RANKS
After a stint at Bintan Resorts Management, Ms Goh joined what is now known as
Popular Holdings, where she spent a good 12 years. During her tenure, she rose
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Popular Holdings, where she spent a good 12 years. During her tenure, she rose
steadily through the ranks, eventually becoming its regional finance director. At
Popular, Ms Goh was involved in several major projects, including Popular’s initial
public offering in 1997, the move to new office premises and the implementation of
SAP enterprise software systems. She also had the opportunity to take on many nonfinance roles, including human resource, administration, facilities management, IT
and investor relations.
“The role of the finance executive has long moved beyond the bean-counter role. We
are called to answer questions from stakeholders, as well as participate in dealmaking, negotiations, meetings and presentations with suppliers, clients and
financiers,” Ms Goh explains.
“The finance function is also often called upon to be a business adviser, to give our
inputs on transactions as we provide an objective voice on financial and non-financial
issues. I would encourage all finance professionals to build relationships, trust and
confidence. Once these are established, other departments will seek your views,
whether or not the role is included in your job description.”

ACCOUNTING FOR THE ARTS
In September 2006, Ms Goh found herself trading the world of publishing and retail
for the artistic world of Esplanade–Theatres on the Bay, one of the world’s busiest
arts venues. Moving from a commercial environment to a not-for-profit arts centre
required a change in mindset. The Esplanade’s mission is to entertain, engage,
educate and inspire through the arts so that the arts is accessible to everyone. This
meant that “decisions were no longer made from a purely financial perspective. From
being business- and profit-driven, there were now national, social and artistic goals to
be considered.”
“The arts cannot be run like a business. Sometimes, there is a need to promote the
arts for arts’ sake, for example, to invest and develop a certain genre like organ music
or Chinese opera. However, strict financial discipline remains. For every programme
or show that is presented, there is a budget prepared and a post-show evaluation
report. Statistics for each show is presented to the management monthly, and
variances are accounted for.”
The work was a fine balancing act. As the Esplanade had limited funding from
commercial enterprises and government grants, spending had to be carefully
managed to ensure that immediate and long-term objectives were met.
To illustrate her point, Ms Goh shared a quote she gave in Esplanade’s 10th
anniversary book, “We maintain a delicate balance between fulfilling our primary
objectives of social and artistic goals while achieving a credible financial performance
concurrently. While we maintain tight financial discipline, we are here for the
community, for the artist, for the hirers. We count the cost carefully, but that does
not distract us from our core role to promote the arts in society.” This, she achieved
through initiatives such as implementing an enterprise risk management reporting
http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2548
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COMMUNICATION IS KEY
With her outstanding track record, Ms Goh moved to take on a larger leadership role
in
2014, when she was appointed Deputy Chief Executive of Supreme Court.
“Currently, I assist the Chief Executive on matters relating to the administration and
operations of the Supreme Court. It is not that different from my previous portfolios
as the CFO works very closely with the CEO. Regardless of the job title, be it Financial
Controller, Director of Finance or CFO, most heads of Finance play multiple roles in
their organisations.”
“Over at Supreme Court, I have oversight over several departments including Finance
and Internal Audit. The tone at the top sets the ground for good governance,
compliance, risk management and internal controls.”
Ms Goh believes her background in accountancy has come in handy in her current
work. “The Chief Executive’s office manages the challenges of limited resources while
providing value and meeting expectations to be a trusted provider of public services.
Accountancy skills are useful as we scrutinise transactions for transparency and value
for money.”

“Managing the financials will remain a key priority, on top of managing
challenges from new technology, the changing business and operating
environment, and opening geographic boundaries. It is necessary to
keep up with change; read, network and pick up new skills.”

While technical skills are important, Ms Goh feels that success in the C-suite depends
on good communication skills. “When you are a functional leader, you have a direct
team. Across functions, you have to rely on the technical expertise of your direct
reports. In this role, leadership and management skills take precedence over
technical skills.”
“I am grateful to my bosses who instilled in me the importance of networking and
communication. No matter how good your ideas are, they are only as good as what
you are able to bring across. Communication is key. Finance must be able to translate
jargon into easily-understood concepts and elicit buy-in.”
Ms Goh acknowledges that in the years ahead, the business environment will become
even more challenging. Accounting and business professionals must be familiar with
new developments to successfully navigate change. This is where Ms Goh, an ISCA
4/5
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member since 1992, feels that the ISCA membership has been “very useful”, especially
in a profession where keeping up with the new accounting standards is important. Till
today, the busy professional makes time to attend ISCA’s Continuing Professional
Education courses every year.
“Managing the financials will remain a key priority, on top of managing challenges
from new technology, the changing business and operating environment, and
opening geographic boundaries. It is necessary to keep up with change; read,
network and pick up new skills,” she says.
Sound advice indeed, from an accountant who has risen through the ranks by
managing each challenge with skill and confidence.
Career Highlights
Betsy Tan is Communications Manager, ISCA.
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The World is Changing, Are You?
THE EVOLVING ROLE OF AN INHOUSE TAX PROFESSIONAL
There is a growing number of economies with budget deficits. In response, tax
authorities worldwide are getting more sophisticated in their efforts to increase
revenue collections. This has resulted in several notable changes in the international
tax landscape, some of which are summarised here.

THE CHANGING INTERNATIONAL TAX LANDSCAPE
Taxes are increasingly being regarded as a social responsibility which should not be
shunned by corporate taxpayers who have benefited much from public spending.
This phenomenon is becoming more apparent as key stakeholders, including
consumers, are now better informed about the topic of taxes, thanks to the increased
outreach of social media and online journalism.
Starbucks is a clear example of a corporate taxpayer that was “victimised” and thrown
in the spotlight by the evolving attitude towards taxes. It was reported that
consumers are now turning away from this mega coffee joint after discovering that it1/4
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consumers are now turning away from this mega coffee joint after discovering that it
did not contribute its fair share of taxes. Other corporate taxpayers under public
scrutiny in recent times include Amazon and Google, among others.

Taxes are increasingly being regarded as a social responsibility which
should not be shunned by corporate taxpayers who have benefited
much from public spending.

Tax authorities are also talking to each other, more so in current times, to mitigate
tax leakages through cross-border tax offences. In this respect, articles on the
Exchange of Information (EOI) are increasingly being embedded in Double Taxation
Agreements (DTAs). Additionally, the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD)’s Convention on Mutual Administrative Assistance in Tax
Matters, a comprehensive multilateral instrument for all forms of tax cooperation to
tackle tax evasion and avoidance, is now being endorsed by 90 countries/jurisdictions
as at 4 November 2015. To put it in layman’s terms, taxpayers’ information may now
be communicated across borders freely, to an extent. Multinational enterprises
operating in the global marketplace should be wary as schemes to avoid taxes
through contrived cross-border transactions are clearly on the radar of tax
authorities.
Jurisdictions are collaborating, as epitomised by the OECD/G20 Base Erosion and
Profit Shifting (BEPS) project. The BEPS project aims to prevent taxpayers from
artificially shifting profits to low- and even no-tax jurisdictions, where substantial
economic activities do not exist, resulting in little or no tax being paid. With this
project, the contemporary issue of double non-taxation could be said to have stolen
the limelight from the traditional issue of double taxation in the international tax
arena.

DEVELOPMENTS IN SINGAPORE
Singapore’s stance in response to the changing international tax landscape was
clearly enunciated by Josephine Teo, then-Senior Minister of State for Finance and
Transport, at a tax conference on September 17 last year. She said, “As an open
economy that is fully plugged into the global ecosystem, we (Singapore) support
having a level playing field across all tax jurisdictions. We also support measures that
promote transparency and counter profit shifting.” Specific actions taken by the citystate are briefly discussed here.
Firstly, to strengthen Singapore’s EOI framework, the following measures were taken
by the Ministry of Finance, Monetary Authority of Singapore and Inland Revenue
Authority of Singapore (IRAS):

+
+

Extending the international EOI standard to all Singapore’s double taxation agreement partners;
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Signing OECD’s Convention on Mutual Administrative Assistance in Tax Matters;
Simplifying the process for IRAS to obtain bank information, and
Concluding an Inter-governmental Agreement with the United States that will facilitate financial
institutions in Singapore to comply with the Foreign Account Tax Compliance Act, commonly
known as FATCA.

Secondly, to address the issue of double non-taxation caused by combining taxdeductible interests and tax-favoured dividends, IRAS has issued an e-Tax Guide
entitled Income Tax Treatment of Hybrid Instruments on 19 May 2014 to, among
others:

+
+

Lay out the factors generally used to characterise a hybrid instrument that exhibits both debt-like
and equity-like features (example, convertible bonds, perpetual notes and profit participating
loans), and
Set out the income tax treatment of various hybrid instruments.

Thirdly, to discourage the shift of profits across jurisdictions through contrived crossborder transactions, IRAS has revised its e-Tax Guide entitled Transfer Pricing
Guidelines on 6 January 2015 to provide guidance on, among others:

+
+
+
+

Application of the arm’s length principle when transacting with related parties (especially in the
context of related-party services and loans);
Maintenance of transfer pricing documentation;
Facilities provided under DTAs to resolve transfer pricing disputes, and
Attribution of profits to permanent establishments.

EVOLVING ROLE OF AN INHOUSE TAX PROFESSIONAL
With increased scrutiny from foreign and domestic tax authorities induced by the
changing international tax landscape, the role of tax professionals has
metamorphosed from a passive to an active one. Gone are the days when tax
professionals were merely involved in the timely, accurate and complete filing of tax
returns. In this day and age, tax professionals, especially those practising inhouse,
are typically expected to partner the management of businesses in maximising aftertax returns for shareholders. Though this may sound idealistic, it is definitely
achievable. Here are some baby steps to get you started, today:
1

2

Understand your business and support your decisions with overriding bona fide commercial
justifications. In practice, tax authorities hardly meddle with how you conduct your business.
Though tax laws, regulations and practice guidelines may be getting more stringent, it does not
spell the end of tax planning. So long as your business decisions do not constitute artificial and
contrived schemes entered into solely for the derivation of tax benefits, tax authorities cannot
fault you for doing what you did.
Plough through your financial statements, pick out glaring items, such as significant intercompany
balances, and manage them proactively. While it may be a common practice to make payments on
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behalf of your overseas subsidiaries and provide goods and services to your overseas subsidiaries
on extended credit terms, tax authorities may be of the view that you are transacting on an
unequal footing as with third parties. To mitigate such risks, you should consider eliminating such
intercompany balances from your books to the furthest extent possible, before being selected for
a tax audit.
Get your act together and start documenting now. As the old saying goes, prevention is better
than cure. You are strongly encouraged to make the effort to maintain contemporaneous
documentation in anticipation of possible challenges from the tax authorities, for example, motive
of investments could be spelt out clearly in minutes of meetings, board resolutions and/or sale
and purchase agreements to support a capital argument. The importance of contemporaneous
documentation can never be emphasised enough when it comes to pricing between related
parties in cross-border transactions. To illustrate, the absence of this could result in IRAS (i) making
an upward transfer pricing adjustment under Section 34D of the Income Tax Act; (ii) refusing to
support you in Mutual Agreement Procedures to resolve double taxation, and (iii) rejecting your
application for Advance Pricing Arrangement Agreement, among others.

In this day and age, tax professionals, especially those practising
inhouse, are typically expected to partner the management of
businesses in maximising after-tax returns for shareholders.

To sum up, making business decisions is akin to brewing a cup of cappuccino. You
would need foam (tax planning), on top of espresso (business realities) and milk (legal
considerations), to complete the concoction. To satisfy the picky taste buds of foreign
and domestic tax authorities in light of the changing international tax landscape, your
cup of caffeine would not taste right if any of the said ingredients are missing. You, as
a proactive inhouse tax professional, can definitely make a difference to how your
cuppa would fare under scrutiny.

Benny E. Chwee, CA (Singapore), ATA (Income Tax), is an inhouse regional tax
professional at Singapore Press Holdings (SPH). The views in this article are his and
do not necessarily reflect the views of SPH.
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Tax Disputes: Paving the Way

BY

FELIX WONG

FROM THE BOARDS OF REVIEW AND BEYOND
“Facts win the case, not the law,” says Accredited Tax Advisor (Income Tax & GST) Ong
Sim Ho, Counsel at Ong Sim Ho Advocates & Solicitors.
At a lively Tax Excellence Decoded session organised by the Singapore Institute of
Accredited Tax Professionals (SIATP), Mr Ong shared his insight into the area of tax
disputes, from the Board of Review (BOR) to the Court of Appeal. He also weighed in
on the decision to (or not to) appeal and provided practical tips to improve the
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on the decision to (or not to) appeal and provided practical tips to improve the
chances of success in tax litigations. In view of an anticipated rise in tax disputes, the
session was timely, providing accredited tax professionals with legal insight into the
new and ever-evolving tax landscape.

Accredited Tax Advisor (Income Tax & GST) Ong Sim Ho, Counsel at Ong Sim Ho Advocates & Solicitors,
shared his insights into tax disputes.

TAX DISPUTES AND APPEALS
Tax disputes generally arise when the taxpayer disagrees with the tax treatment
adopted by the tax authority on a particular income or expense item. If the parties
are unable to resolve their differences, the taxpayer may appeal to the BOR against
the tax assessment raised. Where the appeal concerns only questions of fact, the
BOR’s decision is final.
Where the tax issue involves a question of law or a question of mixed law and fact,
the tax authority or the taxpayer may appeal to the High Court against the BOR’s
decision. Either party may further appeal to the Court of Appeal, which is the highest
court in Singapore, against the High Court’s decision.
A question of law, or a question of mixed law and fact
A question of fact is one that must be answered by referring to the facts and evidence
(primary facts), and making inferences from those facts (secondary facts). A question
of law, on the other hand, is one that must be answered by applying relevant legal
principles and by interpretation of the law.
Generally, the High Court will not review the finding of facts at the BOR and will only
deal with legal issues. Hence, only tax issues that involve a question of law or a
question of mixed law and fact may be appealed from the BOR. The concepts of
question of fact and question of law are illustrated in the following example.
A taxpayer argued that he disposed of his property following the advice of his
fengshui master. For this, whether or not the taxpayer sought the fengshui master’s
advice is a primary fact; whether or not the fengshui master’s advice put the taxpayer
http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2557
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in a state of unease to the extent that he decided to dispose of his property is a
secondary fact. In arriving at the judgement on whether the taxpayer had the
intention to trade his property (regardless of the fengshui master’s advice), the judge
had to answer a question of mixed law and fact by applying legal principles and
making inferences from facts.

Facts win the case, not the law.

Appeal “by way of rehearing”
Taxpayers may also appeal from the BOR “by way of rehearing” where the High Court
judge will conduct a documentational review on the documents made available at the
BOR. For this, the High Court judge will not be constrained by the issues that were
raised by the parties or factual findings by the BOR, and will not be precluded from
finding additional facts from the documents.

JURISDICTION
Getting the forum right
Choosing the appropriate forum is the first step in dealing with tax disputes. Most
taxpayers appeal to the BOR (that is, the Income Tax Board of Review, Goods and
Services Tax (GST) Board of Review or Valuation Review Board) against the tax
assessments raised. There are, however, situations where the BOR may not be the
most appropriate forum to deal with the specific tax issues.
In situations where there is no dispute on the facts of the case, taxpayers may
consider applying to the High Court for a case stated. This procedure essentially
allows the case to bypass the BOR so that the High Court may judge on the legal
issues directly, thus reducing legal costs for taxpayers.
If taxpayers are not contending on the tax assessments, but on the way the
assessments were arrived at (for example, the taxpayer’s application for an incentive
was rejected by the Comptroller on what the taxpayer perceived to be unreasonable
grounds), they may apply to the High Court for a Judicial Review instead. Separately,
taxpayers should also keep in mind the option to raise an appropriate tax issue to the
Minister.
Getting the party right
One common (but serious) mistake that taxpayers make is to address their objections
to tax assessments to the Inland Revenue Authority of Singapore (IRAS). As IRAS is a
statutory board and is not the authorised person appointed under the Tax Acts or
statutes to deal with tax matters, such objections addressed to IRAS are invalid.
Instead, taxpayers should address their objections to the relevant authorised persons
(for example, the Comptroller of Income Tax, the Comptroller of GST or the Chief
Assessor/Comptroller of Property Tax).
http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2557
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BUILDING THE FOUNDATION
Facts win the case, not the law
A good case theory is essential to a successful tax litigation. One does not win a case
by simply stating the laws to the judge; one wins by proper presentation of the
relevant facts of the case within the proper legal framework. A good case theory
should, therefore, be embedded with facts.

As all evidence has to be provided by witnesses, taxpayers should work
with their counsels to decide on the appropriate witnesses to present
each piece of evidence at the trial.

It should be emphasised that the selection of facts is not to make up evidence. It
simply means that the taxpayer’s counsel should ensure that the correct
interpretation and narrative of facts within the context of established legal principles
are presented without distorting the truth.
Evidential assessment and translation into proceedings
Due to the importance of evidence in tax litigations, it is good practice to conduct
evidential assessments early. When conducting evidential assessments, taxpayers
should allow their counsels full access to the source documents as the counsels are in
the best position to decide whether the documents are useful for the case.
As all evidence has to be provided by witnesses, taxpayers should work with their
counsels to decide on the appropriate witnesses to present each piece of evidence at
the trial.
Petition of appeal
Based on Section 79(12) of the Income Tax Act, “an appellant may not at the hearing
of his appeal rely on any grounds of appeal other than the grounds stated in his
petition of appeal”. As such, if a taxpayer would like to appeal to the BOR against the
tax assessment raised, he ought to ensure that the Petition of Appeal covers all
grounds to be relied on in a manner that does not unduly limit the scope of his
appeal.
Pre-trial applications
Pre-trial applications could be considered to further define the case to avoid
ambiguity when it comes to the trial. The taxpayer’s counsel should also ensure that
witnesses (especially expert witnesses) called upon by the Comptroller only give
evidence and do not provide any legal opinion.

DECISION TO APPEAL FROM BOR
http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2557
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A good counsel would generally have constructed the case theory, conducted
evidential assessment and planned for the translation into proceedings at the BOR
stage, which would represent a high percentage of the work required. Hence, from a
cost perspective, appealing from the BOR should be a non-decision.

DIFFERENTIAL ADVOCACY AND AUGMENTATIONS
On adopting the appropriate advocacy style, generally, the higher the court, the
greater the emphasis on written advocacy (as opposed to oral advocacy). At times,
taxpayers and their counsels should also think about the possibility of (artfully)
conceding certain arguments during the trial to narrow down the issues and
potentially improving the chances of success on the key issues.
Taxpayers may also consider obtaining a second opinion from reputable counsels
(such as Queen’s Counsel) who may be able to provide an alternative approach or a
different perspective to their cases. A mock trial could also be considered to obtain
feedback on the analysis and the delivery of the arguments. Both of these measures
could provide valuable feedback to the taxpayers’ counsels in making the necessary
adjustments at the actual trials.
If you are now looking to appeal against your tax assessment, do not underestimate
the importance of the facts of the case. After all, facts win the case, not the law.

Felix Wong is Tax Manager, SIATP. This article is based on SIATP’s Tax Excellence
Decoded session facilitated by Accredited Tax Advisor (Income Tax & GST) Ong Sim
Ho, Counsel at Ong Sim Ho Advocates & Solicitors. For more tax insights, please visit
SIATP.
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Real Estate Rising Again in India

BY

ROHAN SOLAPURKAR

OFFERING OPPORTUNITIES FOR SINGAPORE COMPANIES
The recent announcement of major Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) reforms on the
back of an election defeat in India’s Bihar State demonstrated that the government
has not lost its pace on the reform process and is keen to drum up investments into
India and accelerate growth. This was the government’s Diwali gift for investors that
gave the construction and real estate industry reasons to cheer.

LIBERALISATION OF REAL ESTATE

http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2562

1/4

1/14/2016

Real Estate Rising Again in India

LIBERALISATION OF REAL ESTATE
With dwindling private investment in construction and real estate, the government
has lifted certain restrictions for foreign investments in real estate development. The
area restriction (20,000 sqm) and minimum capitalisation requirement of US$5
million to be brought into India within six months of commencement of business
have been removed.
The easing of these restrictions will generate growth opportunities for more foreign
investments to flow into this sector. Singapore companies looking to expand into
India can ride on this growth wave to profit in the burgeoning real estate market.

TURNING INDIAN CITIES INTO GROWTH ENGINES
The removal of existing FDI conditions would be extremely beneficial in accelerating
the development of the Indian real estate industry that is currently facing a severe
shortage of funds. The area restriction requirement of 20,000 sqm was a limiting
factor for real estate development in Tier 2 and Tier 3 cities, making such
developments financially unviable due to their large scale.
By abolishing the area restriction, real estate development in Tier 2 and Tier 3 cities
can be accelerated with the help of much-needed foreign investments. The crux of
this reform should result in the development of smaller projects which are more
suited for non-metropolitan cities.

AFFORDABLE HOUSING
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, on a recent visit to Singapore on 23 and 24 November
2015, had alluded to the setting up of smart cities across India, which will result in the
emergence of economic activities. As these cities grow in the next phase of economic
boom, there will be an impending need for affordable housing projects to meet the
rising demand in urban areas.
The growth of affordable housing in India could become a reality as it would now be
possible for foreign investors to embark on smaller projects in India at lower
investments. This is of importance to India as such developments would help soften
housing costs and also enable a large population of Indians achieve home ownership.
Additionally, the resurgence of the real estate sector should also boost growth in
related industries such as cement and steel.

EXIT MECHANISM FOR INVESTORS
Under the existing FDI policy, a foreign investor could exit a project upon completion
of trunk infrastructure, that is, roads, water supply, street lighting, drainage and
sewage. However, the government’s press note seems to indicate that a foreign
http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2562
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With the introduction of a lock-in period exit mechanism, the government seems to
be steering a midway course between attracting investments into India and
addressing investors’ concerns.

With the introduction of a lock-in period exit mechanism (for trunk
infrastructure projects), the government seems to be steering a midway
course between attracting investments into India and addressing
investors’ concerns.

FOREIGN OWNERSHIP
An issue that was not addressed in the government’s press note is whether a foreign
investor can acquire completed assets. Clearly, this goes against the intent of the FDI
policy which seeks to permit foreign investment in the construction and development
of real estate. Arguably, acquisition of completed assets is not a construction and
development activity.
The press note seems to suggest that earning rental income is not covered within the
definition of “real estate business” – defined as dealing in land and immovable
property with a view to earning profit therefrom, and excludes development of
townships, construction of residential/commercial premises, roads or bridges,
educational institutions, recreational facilities, and city and regional level
infrastructure.
This seems to imply that foreign investors can acquire completed assets. If this is
true, it may now be possible for a foreign entity to acquire a completed mall in India
and earn rental income from that asset. A detailed examination and analysis of this
provision is required for more clarity.

SPOTLIGHT ON CONSTRUCTION
All in all, the reforms mark a great move in the right direction to revive India’s cashstarved real estate sector. This is perhaps one of the best Diwali gifts for India’s
infrastructure development industry, and will have a multiplier effect on the demand
for construction from buildings and smart cities to highways, utilities, railways,
industrial and defence-related facilities, etc. Opportunities await Singapore
construction players who want to play a role in India’s development.

Rohan Solapurkar is Director of Taxes, Deloitte Singapore. The views expressed are
http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2562
his own.
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Asia-Pacific Risk Managers’ Top Risks Revealed
BY

STRATEGICRISK

ANNUAL SURVEY SEES SHAKE-UP TO TOP 10 RISKS FACING FIRMS
More than 145 of Asia’s top risk professionals have provided StrategicRISK (SR) with a
definitive list of the challenges that they believe are most likely to affect their
businesses in the coming months. Furthermore, they have also revealed the risks that
would have the biggest financial consequences were they to occur.
Top of the 2015 StrategicRISK Asia-Pacific Benchmark Survey’s top 10 risk list is
“economic conditions”, followed by “attracting and retaining a talented workforce”,
“increased competition” and “damage to company reputation/brand”. Interestingly,
these were the same top four risks named in the 2014 survey.
The big mover was 2015’s number five risk, “targeted cyber attack”, which rocketed up
from ninth place in 2014. The number five in 2014, “tightening and changing
regulation”, came in sixth in 2015.
http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2565
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Perhaps the most intriguing movements can be seen for the risks ranked from seven
to 10, all of which entered the top 10 list for the first time. These are “currency/FX
risk” (7), “contractual risk” (8), “failure of critical IT systems” (9), and “failure to
innovate” (10).
This shift meant that the following risks dropped out of the top 10: “political risk”,
“price of materials/commodities”, “loss of customer/critical data” and “pandemic”.
Keith Xia, Head of Risk, Greater China, InterContinental Hotels Group, told SR that the
changes in the top 10 list were “a reflection of this year’s (2015) economic
environment and people changing their minds regarding the big things that
happened over the year”.
“The changes are very interesting as people’s common perception of risk can be
changed easily by the external exposure and their knowledge about the risk,” he said.
“For example, if the currency did not change so significantly, there might be fewer
companies that list this as a top risk, except for the companies that are truly sensitive
to currency.”

“RIPPLE EFFECTS”
Interestingly, the number one risk of “economic conditions” has been rated as more
of a problem in 2015 than it was in the 2014 survey. Jeffrey Yeo, Assistant Director of
the Office of Enterprise Risk Management at Singapore’s Nanyang Technological
University, told SR in 2014 that the interconnectivity of the world’s leading economies
was such that the state of health of one had ripple effects on the others. The 2015
results, he said, reflected this fact more than ever.
“In fact, risks arising from economic conditions regionally and globally will always be
the topmost concern of corporate entities,” said Mr Yeo. “Especially for those entities
with global presence, the company’s strategic directions and goals are greatly shaped
by what’s happening and most importantly, what’s ‘evolving’ around the regions due
to that interconnectivity.”
Eamonn Cunningham, Chief Risk Officer of Australia-based Scentre Group, said that
economic conditions were “challenging and most would think that the conditions will
persist for some time. While general confidence appears to be recovering, there is
some volatility associated with this.”
In 2014, Mr Cunningham told SR that he thought terrorism risk should have been in
the top 10, as well as supply chain interconnectivity – and he still feels this way. “With
respect to terrorism, the threat is still imminent and shows no signs of abating,” he
explained. “This is not an issue for any one country or region or indeed any particular
industry, it is a risk shared by all.”
“With respect to supply chain, this still remains a significant risk in my view, given the
increased level of interconnectivity in the supply chain process.” He was not, however,
http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2565
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RISE OF CYBER
Danny Lin, Associate Vice President in the risk management and auditing office of
Qisda, and the Taiwanese representative of Pan-Asia Risk and Insurance Management
Association (PARIMA), a non-profit professional association for risk and insurance
professionals in Asia, said several events “such as Target, Sony Picture, iCloud show
that cyber attacks are on the rise worldwide against all industries”.
Pierre Noel, Chief Security Officer and Advisor for Microsoft Asia, and Board Member,
PARIMA, knows all about this challenge and said the jump in rankings for cyber risk
was “recognition of the intensity of the problem, as well as the lack of visibility from
the majority of organisations”. He particularly appreciated the entrance of “failure of
critical IT systems” and “failure to innovate” in the top 10, which underlined the
“critical importance of IT infrastructure in everything we do”.
“Failure to innovate is a consequence of the shake-up that is happening in several
industries, such as taxis with Uber and hospitality with AirBnB,” said Mr Noel. “I know
that other industries such as banks and insurance are wondering what’s next for
them, and feel the pressure to innovate very rapidly.”
Daniel Tan Kuan Wei, Second Vice President of the Risk and Insurance Management
Association of Singapore, and Convenor of Singapore’s National Risk Management
Working Group, told SR in 2014 that he thought failure to innovate should be in the
top 10. “Finally!” he said about its appearance in the top 10 in 2015. “This risk should
have already been in the list. This is absolutely critical for organisations to constantly
produce new products or services that meet customers’ needs or innovate internal
processes to be more efficient and agile. No product or service has an unlimited shelf
life.”

“Failure to innovate is a consequence of the shake-up that is
happening in several industries, such as taxis with Uber and
hospitality with AirBnB… I know that other industries such as banks
and insurance are wondering what’s next for them, and feel the
pressure to innovate very rapidly.”
PIERRE NOEL, Chief Security Officer and Advisor for Microsoft Asia, and Board Member, PARIMA

PREPARED FOR PANDEMIC?
One shock for Mr Tan was the disappearance of “pandemic risk” from the top 10. “I
am surprised this dropped out,” he said. “While risk managers might feel better
prepared, it is still a risk not to be underestimated given its severe ramifications on
http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2565
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the general population.”
A total of 148 of the region’s top corporate risk and insurance managers took part in
the 2015 StrategicRISK Asia-Pacific Benchmark Survey, which provides risk
professionals with comparative data and additional material to enable them to
benchmark their risk priorities, roles and salaries with others in the profession.
The survey forms part of StrategicRISK’s Asia Risk Report, an annual thought
leadership study examining risk management best practice, sponsored by XL Catlin.

This article has been reproduced with the permission of StrategicRISK, the leading
risk management publication in Asia and Europe, where it was first published.
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Implementing IFRS 9

BY

LAU KAM YUEN, RINA TAN AND ALVIN CHUA

OPTIONS FOR INSURERS
The IASB made an important decision in September 2015 to allow insurers the option
of either deferring the implementation of IFRS 9 Financial Instruments (the Deferral
Approach) or to remove from profit or loss and recognise in other comprehensive
income (OCI), the additional volatility that could arise when applying IFRS 9 with the
current IFRS 4 Insurance Contracts (the Overlay Approach).[1], [2]
This will be welcomed by insurers who were disappointed when IFRS 9 was released
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This will be welcomed by insurers who were disappointed when IFRS 9 was released
and made effective from 1 January 2018, whereas the deliberations on the IFRS 4
Phase II exposure draft carried on beyond 2014, which meant that the effective date
would differ from the IFRS 9 date.

WHAT’S THE ISSUE?
Insurers are concerned about the difference in effective dates which could bring
about temporary increases in accounting mismatches and other sources of volatility
in profit or loss and equity created by applying IFRS 9 in advance of IFRS 4 Phase II.
Two consecutive major accounting changes within a short period of time will also
increase costs and complexity for both preparers and users of financial instruments.
Many insurers measure insurance contract liabilities on a cost basis, that is, not
applying discounting or applying a locked-in discount rate. They had opted under the
current IAS 39 Financial Instruments: Recognition and Measurement to either classify
their financial assets held to back their insurance liabilities as held to maturity (HTM)
and measured them at amortised cost (in which case there may be little accounting
mismatch) or available-for-sale (AFS) (in which case the accounting mismatch will be
largely presented in OCI). The fair value through profit or loss (FVTPL) category is
used mainly by life insurers for financial assets where the insurance contract
liabilities are directly linked to the fair value of the underlying investments.
Under IFRS 9, financial assets are classified as amortised cost, FVTPL or fair value
through other comprehensive income (FVOCI).
Although the permissible measurement bases for financial assets – amortised cost or
fair value – are similar to IAS 39, the criteria for classifying financial assets under the
three categories are significantly different. Insurers have raised concerns that the
financial assets held may not qualify for similar measurement approaches under IFRS
9.
Figure 1
Classification of financial assets under IFRS 9
*Subject to irrevocable option to designate at FVTPL on initial recognition if it reduces accounting
mismatch

Insurers have expressed particular concern regarding:

+
+

Debt instruments currently classified as AFS under IAS 39 may not qualify for FVOCI under IFRS 9,
and
Equity instrument currently classified as AFS that will be classified as at FVTPL under IFRS 9,
because designating these instruments as at FVOCI under IFRS 9 would mean that the gains and
losses on those instruments would never be reclassified to profit or loss.
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In a situation where financial assets will not be classified as FVOCI but as FVTPL,
applying IFRS 9 before IFRS 4 Phase II will mean that insurers will face accounting
mismatches and volatility in profit or loss which they would not have under IAS 39.
Such accounting mismatches and volatility could be reduced when IFRS 4 Phase II is
effective as discounting of insurance contract liabilities would generally be required
and insurers will have the option to take the effects of changes in discount rates on
insurance contract liabilities to either profit or loss or OCI. This will allow insurers to
reduce the accounting mismatches in profit or loss or in OCI.

HOW HAS IASB RESPONDED?
IASB included limited re-designation options for financial assets on initial application
of the insurance contracts standard in the IFRS 4 Phase II exposure draft.[3] An entity
is:

+
+
+

permitted to designate eligible financial assets under the fair value option if this would eliminate
or significantly reduce an accounting mismatch;
required to revoke previous designations of financial assets under the fair value option if this
would eliminate or significantly reduce an accounting mismatch;
permitted to elect to present in OCI any changes in fair value of investments in equity instruments
that are not held for trading, or revoke previous elections to that effect.

For financial assets designated as relating to insurance activities, IASB will also permit
insurers to reassess the business model for managing them on implementing IFRS 4
Phase II.[4]
The option of either the Deferral Approach or Overlay Approach provides insurers
further opportunities to address the impact of temporary accounting consequences
from the interaction of IFRS 9 with IFRS 4. We summarise the two approaches in
Figure 2.
Figure 2
The Deferral Approach and Overlay Approach

WHICH APPROACH TO TAKE?
Although both the Overlay Approach and the Deferral Approach would lead to
operational complexity, the ways in which that complexity would arise may differ
under each approach.
The Overlay Approach is not expected to result in incremental information
requirement as these are limited to assets classified at FVTPL under IFRS 9 but not
under IAS 39. Information required would already be available under the insurer’s
existing accounting systems as required under IFRS 7 Financial Instruments:
Disclosures. Insurers applying the Overlay Approach would have to consider
designing and implementing new systems and controls to calculate and track overlay3/5
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designing and implementing new systems and controls to calculate and track overlay
adjustments and create additional disclosures over and above those required for IFRS
9.
For insurers that elect to use the Deferral Approach, the most complex area would be
the presentation and disclosure requirements, that is, information about the
characteristics and credit quality of financial assets which will be expected to increase
the costs of maintaining the necessary controls and governance systems for the
purpose of preparing the disclosures.
Financial conglomerates that do not meet the criterion, that insurance activities are
predominant at the reporting entity level, are unlikely to benefit from IASB’s decision
to permit the deferral of the effective date of IFRS 9.[5] However, the group might be
able to elect to use the Overlay Approach to reduce accounting mismatches that may
emerge for financial assets that relate to insurance activities. Similarly, insurers
issuing predominantly investment contracts will also not be able to opt for the
Deferral Approach but may opt for the Overlay Approach to apply to those financial
assets supporting the insurance contracts.

Insurers applying the Overlay Approach would have to consider
designing and implementing new systems and controls to calculate and
track overlay adjustments and create additional disclosures over and
above those required for IFRS 9

Figure 3
Applicability of the Deferral Approach to financial conglomerates[6]

Alternatively, insurers can also choose to apply IFRS 9 without modification. Insurers
will need to carefully weigh the pros and cons of the various approaches when
determining the appropriate approach to take (Figure 4).
Figure 4
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Figure 4
Pros and Cons of Approaches

FINAL WORDS
Insurers should begin assessing the classification of their financial assets under IFRS
9 and the potential impact on their financial statements arising from the interaction
with the current accounting for insurance contract liabilities. This will allow insurers
to determine the best option to take in respect of its application of IFRS 9.

Written on behalf of ISCA’s Insurance Committee (IC); Lau Kam Yuen is Deputy
Chairman, IC and Head of Insurance, KPMG LLP; Rina Tan is Member, IC and Group
Financial Controller, EQ Insurance Company Ltd, and Alvin Chua is Senior Manager,
Insurance Audit and Advisory, KPMG LLP.
[1]

IFRS decided to offer the options in its discussion on the insurance contracts
project on 23 September 2015.
[2]
The exposure draft for amendments to IFRS 4 Insurance Contracts was issued on 9
December 2015 with a comment period till 8 February 2016.
[3] IFRS Foundation , Exposure Draft ED/2013/7 Insurance Contracts , June 2013
[4]
Decision made at IASB meeting on 21 October 2015
[5]
KPMG New on the Horizon – Amendments to IFRS 4 Insurance Contracts
[6]
IFRS Foundation, Insurance Contracts Project Overview October 2015
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TECHNICAL HIGHLIGHTS

ISCA Comments on IASB Clarifications to IFRS 15
ISCA highlighted to IASB one significant impact of IFRS 15 which affects Singapore
incorporated companies listed on Singapore Exchange – retrospective application
with the cumulative effect recognised in the current period would not be made
available. Entities would also be required to restate contracts that were not
completed before the earliest period presented.
IASB Seeks Public Comments on Draft IFRS Practice Statement: Application of
Materiality to Financial Statements
This draft guidance seeks to assist management in applying the concept of materiality
to general purpose financial statements prepared in accordance with IFRS. Comments
are due to IASB on 26 February 2016.
IASB Publishes ED and Draft IFRIC Interpretations for Public Comments

+
+
+
+

ED Annual Improvements to IFRSs 2014-2016 Cycle
(Comments due on 17 February 2016)
EDTransfers of Investment Property (Proposed amendment to IAS 40)
(Comments due on 18 March 2016)
Draft IFRIC Interpretation Uncertainty over Income Tax Treatments
Draft IFRIC Interpretation Foreign Currency Transactions and Advance Consideration
(Comments on the above are due on 19 January 2016)

ISCA Issues Revised SSA 720
SSA 720, which deals with the auditor’s responsibilities relating to other information,
has been revised to ensure relevance in the context of today’s corporate reporting
environment. Auditors will be required to report on their work and findings on other
information for listed entities. Conditional reporting will be required for non-listed
entities.
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AML/CFT Updates Made to Targeted Financial Sanctions
Updates have been made to the targeted financial sanctions (including terrorist alert
list). Professional accountants are encouraged to subscribe to the Monetary Authority
of Singapore’s website for updates on changes to the lists of United Nations
designated individuals and entities.
ISCA Issues EP 200 Implementation Guidances Covering FAQs and Illustrative
Customer Due Diligence Templates
With the objective of supporting the accountancy profession to implement the EP 200
requirements, ISCA has developed two implementation guidances.

Phase 2 of Companies (Amendment) Act 2014 Takes Effect on 3 January 2016
ACRA has announced that Phase 2 of the Companies (Amendment) Act 2014 will take
effect on 3 January 2016. This is in tandem with the launch of ACRA’s newly-revamped
online business filing and information portal BizFile.
ACRA Issues AML/CFT Guide for Companies Limited by Guarantee
To ensure that companies limited by guarantee (CLGs) which are Non-Profit
Organisations (NPOs) are not being abused by terrorist organisations for terrorism
financing or money laundering, ACRA has published a guide on the potential risks
faced and examples such NPOs may adopt to identify and manage their exposure to
such risks.
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Adopt Contrasting Strategies for Emerging
Markets

BY

PADDY PADMANABHAN

NO SUCH THING AS A MONOLITHIC ASEAN STRATEGY
The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) region has been growing steadily
at about 6% a year since 2008. If it were a country, it would be the seventh largest
economy in the world. ASEAN today is on the cusp of a new era. The growth drivers of
1998 to 2008, based on export-led growth of products and commodities for
http://journal.isca.org.sg/#!edition/editions_jan2016/article/page2575
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developed markets, are no longer as relevant. A new growth model, based on
innovation and domestic demand, is necessary, but this presents very different
opportunities and challenges for countries and corporations in this part of the world.
At the recent Emerging Markets Conference at INSEAD, hosted by the INSEAD
Emerging Markets Institute and PwC, INSEAD’s Dean and Professor of Economics Ilian
Mihov said that BRIC nations should be treated separately. “Each one of these
countries are very different and they are at different stages of economic development
with different monetary and fiscal policies,” he said. As a consequence, countries in
the region will need very different approaches to leverage the opportunities.

Emerging markets have typically been lumped together by investors
and corporations attempting to define all-encompassing strategies, but
these markets are diverging. Tailored, local strategies are now more
important.

Speaking on a panel at the conference, Bob De Lange, Vice President of Caterpillar’s
excavation division – the global headquarters of which is in Singapore – agreed,
saying, “There’s probably no such thing as ASEAN, because there’s such a wide variety
in the economies, the environment, even within ASEAN.”
Mr De Lange as well as other panellists discussing the future of Southeast Asia at the
conference explained how they were adapting to this new emerging market order.

BUILDING AND LEVERAGING LOCAL CAPACITY
Rahul Gupta, Managing Director of Business Development in ASEAN at General
Electric (GE), explained that corporations are changing their approach to emerging
markets and are at an inflection point of a longer-term game. “The days when you
said ‘enter opportunistically and exit when the tide turns against you’ have gone,” he
said.
Given that governments are focused on how they can increase productivity, develop
skills and create home-grown innovation, customers are changing too. “Customers
want you to turn around in their time zone, so that leads to a lot of people to have
local empowerment, and in order to achieve that, you need to have the accountability
and the capability,” said Mr Gupta. This is why GE is focused on developing local
leaders. “It was not very long back that a region like ours had expatriates in country
leadership roles. Today, we find all our country managers – Vietnam, Indonesia,
Thailand, Philippines – everybody is a local,” he said.
This is also reflected in the way GE improvises to align with the needs of the market,
rather than following only global business models. Mr Gupta pointed to the example
of a handheld ultrasound machine developed by GE Healthcare that runs on batteries
so it can be used in remote places with unreliable electricity supply. He also
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so it can be used in remote places with unreliable electricity supply. He also
highlighted how these and other projects have led GE to increasingly focus on
aggregating a local business opportunity with other regions to build a global business
case that would justify investments beyond the narrow scope of a local opportunity.

A new growth model, based on innovation and domestic demand, is
necessary, but this presents very different opportunities and challenges
for countries and corporations in this part of the world (ASEAN).

Mr De Lange of Caterpillar echoed the sentiment by explaining that his organisation
is committed to becoming local in the region for the long-term opportunity in basic
infrastructure development, but also to diversify across markets at very different
stages of stability and progress. This has driven Caterpillar’s decisions on everything
from building manufacturing, capacity, R&D and local supply bases across the region.
Catherine Jucker of Baxter also explained that the healthcare company had
established local manufacturing capacity in Thailand around three years ago as part
of a strategy grounded on partnering with government and healthcare practitioners
to enhance access to dialysis care for patients. The company continues to take this
long-term collaborative partnering approach in emerging markets to improve access
to therapies and raise standards of care.

LOCAL PLAYERS RISING
While growth strategies are changing, they are also being coloured by the emergence
of highly competent local players. Governments are racing ahead on policies to
encourage more domestic demand growth and increase the economic lot of their
populations.
Widhyawan Prawiraatmadja, Commissioner of PT Pertamina, an Indonesian stateowned oil and gas company, shared how Indonesia is applying a proactive approach
to building a new growth model for the country. It includes diversifying the economic
bases for growth, creating opportunities for more local economic activity and making
local businesses competitive while also addressing the issue of inclusive economic
growth.

DROP THE GROUP ACRONYMS
Panellists highlighted the fact that there is no such thing as a monolithic ASEAN
strategy. The particularities of sectors and countries necessitate a more granular
approach to understanding the challenges as well as the opportunities and building
the strategies for growth at both a country and corporate level.
All panellists agreed, however, that long-term strategies are needed as the prospects3/4
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All panellists agreed, however, that long-term strategies are needed as the prospects
for emerging markets remain bright, despite current headwinds.

Paddy Padmanabhan is the Unilever Chaired Professor of Marketing and the
Academic Director of the INSEAD Emerging Markets Institute. This article is published
courtesy of INSEAD Knowledge (http://knowledge.insead.edu) Copyright © INSEAD
2015.
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BY

LEE SZE YENG, CHUA YUN LENG AND VICTOR KOH

BEYOND MERE COMPLIANCE
“Is the disclosure required under the accounting standards?” “How do we comply with
accounting standards and, at the same time, not provide too much information to our
competitors?”
Management is accustomed to bearing these questions in mind when preparing
annual reports.
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annual reports.
Increasingly, investors, analysts and other users of annual reports are demanding
better corporate disclosures and communication. These users want to know the
financial health and performance of the companies. Particularly when there are
complex transactions and fairly technical accounting policies on impairment
assessments and fair value measurements, preparers should give more thought to
how to better explain such topics to their consumers of financial information.
With an increasing demand for more transparency in corporate reporting by
investors and regulators, enhanced corporate reporting going beyond mere
compliance is no longer a good-to-have, but is critical to avoid unnecessary scrutiny
or malicious allegations.
In particular, management should consider providing expanded disclosures on
valuation of hard-to-measure items, complex transactions and areas of judgement
that could have a material impact on the measurement bases, for example, significant
business acquisitions, investments in complex structures, valuation of over-thecounter derivatives and biological assets, classification of investments as associates
versus financial assets, assessment of impairment of assets, etc, in their annual
reports.

With an increasing demand for more transparency in corporate
reporting by investors and regulators, enhanced corporate reporting
going beyond mere compliance is no longer a good-to-have, but is
critical to avoid unnecessary scrutiny or malicious allegations.
HOW DO WE ENHANCE DISCLOSURES?
We summarise the possible areas of improvement to disclosures in Table 1.
Table 1 Possible areas of improvement to disclosures
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ENHANCED AUDITOR REPORTING
In January 2015, the International Auditing and Assurance Standards Board (IAASB)
issued ISA 701 Communicating Key Audit Matters in the Independent Auditor’s Report
to provide greater transparency about the audit that was performed. Auditors will be
expected to report complex accounting issues and difficult judgements and estimates
made by management to the shareholders of listed entities. This is applicable to all
listed entities for financial year ending on or after 15 December 2016. This new
standard requires the auditor’s reports to go beyond a binary pass/fail opinion on the
financial statements to provide greater transparency about the audit. Auditors are
required to describe the matters which require most attention by the auditors (Key
Audit Matters), and how these were addressed in the audit, including the audit
procedures performed and/or the observations as a result of such procedures in the
auditor’s report.
The United Kingdom is into its second year of implementation of the enhanced
auditor’s reports. We can gather and learn from their experience.
Overall, investors have warmly welcomed the enhanced auditor’s reports. Those
auditor’s reports containing observations were commended by the Investment
Management Association as being most insightful. Globally, the Netherlands also
introduced similar requirements for December 2014 year-end audits.
In July 2015, Singapore adopted IAASB’s equivalent standards, with the same 2016
effective date. For June 2015 year-end audits, a small number of companies in
Australia are piloting the enhanced auditor’s reports.
Change is on its way for enhanced reporting. But enhanced disclosures cannot be led
by, and should certainly not be provided only by, the auditors. We can expect the
enhanced auditor’s report to highlight the following points as Key Audit Matters:

+
+
+

Matters that involved significant complexity or subjectivity in the management’s selection of
accounting policies;
Matters that involved significant management assumptions and estimation uncertainties;
Any significant weaknesses in internal controls that have a material impact on the financial
statements.

Management should re-visit how they are disclosing such information to avoid the
auditors being the only source of information. Management can make their own voice
heard, either through additional disclosures within, beyond the financial statements
or through other means.

The management needs to pay more attention on clearly and concisely
communicating their company’s story – who it is and what it does; how
it creates value; its strategy, opportunities and risks, and its business
model and governance. This way, it provides stakeholders a holistic
view of the company and its future.
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view of the company
and its future.

RESTORING TRUST
Corporate reporting and audit have an important role in restoring trust. The first step
is to move from mere compliance to better communicate the company’s performance
and development.
Expanded disclosures are like more pieces in a jigsaw puzzle – they help to give clues
on the company. Unless the financial statements, notes, auditor’s report, letter to
shareholders and other communications are put together, it is still difficult for
financial statements users to see the whole picture. The management needs to pay
more attention on clearly and concisely communicating their company’s story – who it
is and what it does; how it creates value; its strategy, opportunities and risks, and its
business model and governance. This way, it provides stakeholders a holistic view of
the company and its future.
Increased transparency in annual reports is a positive change as it helps the level of
dialogue between companies and shareholders.
Find out more about the new audit reporting requirements from KPMG’s “Enhancing
Auditor Reporting: Providing Insight and Transparency”.

Lee Sze Yeng is Head of Quality, and Chua Yun Leng and Victor Soh are Senior
Managers, Professional Practice, KPMG in Singapore. The article was first published in
KPMG’s Financial Reporting Matters, September 2015 issue 52. Reprinted with
permission.
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Get 20% off these and other titles till 29 February 2016. Please quote
VBM36 in the promo code field when you order at www.wiley.com, call
customer service hotline at 6643-8333 or email csd_ord@wiley.com. For
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This edition encompasses the latest compliance strategies and regulatory information. It
explains the role of the compliance department and where it fits within the organisation,
outlines the scope and limits of the department’s responsibilities, and suggests how its
activities can be communicated effectively to the rest of the firm. Extensive guidance is
provided for the day-to-day application of regulatory requirements, as well as what to do
when things go wrong.

BUY NOW

S$88.76 including GST

CRISIS WASTED? LEADING RISK MANAGERS ON RISK CULTURE
Read about today’s risk management landscape through a unique collection of interviews
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from risk leaders in both the banking and investment industries. These interviews focus
on the risk culture of organisations, effective risk management in practice, and the
sometimes paradoxical effects of new regulations and how they affect decision-making in
financial organisations. The book is an integral resource for professionals responsible for
minimising organisational risk, as well as those who want to better understand the risk
culture of today’s world.

BUY NOW

S$35.26 including GST

UNCOMMON SENSE: INVESTMENT WISDOM SINCE THE STOCK MARKET’S DAWN
The aim of this book is to get you thinking. To become a serious investor, you need to
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question and doubt, challenge every word delivered by articulate men in pinstriped suits,
and appreciate where the limits of reason lie. Then you’ll be better placed to make your
own investment calls. The book delivers an array of interesting anecdotes and solid logic
regarding what works when investing in the stock market, what doesn’t, and why.

BUY NOW
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FIRST LOOK Q U I Z
BOOK QUIZ
Stand to win the book of your choice! Simply email your answers to the
quiz questions to comms@isca.org.sg by 28 January 2016. Please provide
your full name, NRIC number, mailing address, contact number and the
book you’re interested in.

1. In “Our Next Lap: Intensifying Global Prominence”, the key pillars which
characterise the Institute’s corporate strategic theme are
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characterise the Institute’s corporate strategic theme are
a) Intensifying ISCA’s role as a leading professional accountancy organisation in
ASEAN, to enable us to achieve greater presence on the global platform
b) Building a competent, future-ready and inclusive profession
c) Elevating global recognition of ISCA membership
A a and b only
B b and c only
C a and c only
D All of the above
2. In “The World is Changing, Are You?”, the role of today’s tax professional revolves
largely around the timely, accurate and complete filing of tax returns.
A True
B Maybe
C False
3. In “Tax Disputes: Paving the Way”, taxpayers should not be addressing their
objections to tax assessments to the Inland Revenue Authority of Singapore as it is a
statutory board and not the authorised person appointed under the Tax Acts or
statutes to deal with such matters.
A True
B Maybe
C False

CONGRATULATIONS
DECEMBER QUIZ WINNERS
Arief Lesmana Constantine
Sxxxx035-J
Lai Kok Hoong
Sxxxx819-J
Teo Eng Siong
Sxxxx013-G

Answers for December quiz: (1) A, (2) C, (3) A
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